The Mall
Article
8-22-2022

Learning to Make Lemonade
Timio Harris
Butler University

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/the-mall

Recommended Citation
Harris, Timio (2022) "Learning to Make Lemonade," The Mall: Vol. 6 , Article 15.
Retrieved from: https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/the-mall/vol6/iss1/15

This Essay is brought to you for free and open access by the Undergraduate Scholarship at Digital Commons @
Butler University. It has been accepted for inclusion in The Mall by an authorized editor of Digital Commons @
Butler University. For more information, please contact digitalscholarship@butler.edu.

LEARNING TO MAKE LEMONADE
Timio Harris
I had exactly one day to learn how to cook, do laundry, wash dishes, buy
groceries, and navigate in a town where I was all alone. I knew no one there
and nothing about where I was at. I only had one day to learn everything my
mom taught me. It was one day before life dumped all its lemons on me.
Although I never had lemons before, I would quickly learn to make
lemonade. The saying when life gives you lemons, make lemonade couldn’t
apply more to this situation I faced. There I was in a weird place at the worst
of times having no experience in cooking, hardly any in shopping, NONE
whatsoever in washing clothes in a public laundry (which was scary), no
driver’s license, and no phone. I was all on my own. Life gave me a lot of
lemons that day with a mom who was diagnosed with stage three ovarian
cancer. I just chose to make lemonade.
I previously said I never had lemons before. That's true literally as
well as figuratively because I had never faced a situation quite like this one.
This wasn’t another health issue; it was MY mom that got cancer. It was MY
mom that was only given one year to live. They said they couldn’t guarantee
that chemotherapy would shrink the tumor. My mother thought if it was her
time to die, there was no point in fighting death. Even when the doctors at
the Mayo Clinic started the surgery, complications arose. The main doctor
was one of four people in the entire country that could perform this. She had
originally said that she would take breaks with other doctors to gain rest from
the complexity and longevity of the surgery. However, the doctor ended up
staying the entire time because it was much worse than she thought.
There didn’t seem to be any point prolonging suffering. The whole
thing was somehow surreal and yet so real at the same time. Surreal because it
happened out of the blue, yet so real because there I was in a hotel close to
the Mayo Clinic taking care of myself and checking on my mom. The roles
had reversed. When I was a baby, I had to be rushed to the ER. They thought
I went into anaphylactic shock. My mom took care of me and now it was time
I took care of her. After having her 10-hour surgery where she had to get a
full hysterectomy and was cut from the sternum to pelvis; ribs stretched back
like a rubber band by a machine in order for the doctors to remove the
peritoneal lining (the mucus membrane that covers virtually every organ);
diaphragm stripped; the omentum and about an inch of her intestines
removed; there wasn’t much she could do.
All the responsibilities fell on me. Dad was at work and mom was in
the hospital. If I didn’t buy and cook my own food, then I would have to go
without it. My severe food allergies wouldn’t allow me to stop by a restaurant
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or order takeout. I never had McDonald’s, Chick-fil-A, Pizza Hut, Burger
King or Dairy Queen – never even tasted ice cream. If I didn't wash my
clothes and learn how to use a public washer and dryer, I would either have to
wear dirty clothes or parade around naked through the streets (the second
one wasn’t really an option, but you get the point). I was forced into being an
adult.
Being heavily into music, naturally I packed both of my horns to play
them. The problem was I couldn't exactly play them in the hotel room or I’d
get some serious complaints from my temporary neighbors. Consequently,
my plan for 3 to 4 days ended up turning into 8 days and 7 nights that my
mom was in the hospital, and 13-14 days total that we spent in the hotel near
the Mayo Clinic.
Then there was of course one more lemon. My mom FaceTimed me
from the hospital bed. She was crying. I didn’t usually see her cry like that;
something was off. The doctors came into her room with hazmat-like suits
just like the ones they did for Covid. Apparently, the doctors said she showed
signs of a bacterial infection that was common in patients that have long
hospital stays. The disease was highly contagious. Because of this, the doctors
said I may not get to even visit or be in the same room as her. I would have
to stay away from her for much longer than we had planned.
Along with lemons, you need water to make lemonade to disperse
the sourness. With all the bitterness and sour taste in my spirit, I needed
something to water down all these things - something to take my mind off of
what was going on. Although I may have had to do mostly everything on my
own, in no way did I ever feel alone. Ironically enough, 2019 was the only
Christmas I didn’t get hardly any gifts. However, 2019 was by far my favorite
Christmas. It was the Christmas I was the most thankful for because
although my mother had to go into surgery, at least it was on the 26th of
December which meant I got to spend Christmas with my mother before she
would go into a 10-hour surgery to battle ovarian cancer. Not to be cliche but
I started for the first time to see what the “true meaning” of Christmas is
about. I didn’t get a gift, but I did get time.
Once the news spread that my mother was diagnosed with stage
three turning into stage four ovarian cancer, my church immediately started to
pray and to text to see if my mother and I were doing alright. During their
Christmas time they weren’t concerned about their gifts, they were concerned
about me and my mom. I got to see people come together and start what I
call a “prayer chain” and even fast for us. The prayer chain just means that
every hour someone is praying for you. For example, if person A prays at
1:00am then person B gets up at 2:00am to pray; then after they go to bed at
3:00am, the next person prays. They also started the type of fasting where
people don’t eat or drink. They went without because she was without.
Others offered to drive me places while my mom was going through
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chemotherapy, and some even said I could stay at their house if I ever needed
to. Our pastor even drove 9 hours nonstop and missed Christmas with his
family in order to be there for my mother. He missed Christmas with his
family and drove 9 hours to be with mine. In response, I began to open up
more to people I would have previously overlooked because they opened up
their cars, homes, and schedules for me. I felt better than I ever did during
any Christmas break knowing that they cared so much for us and gave us a
gift greater than anything tangible.
Coincidentally, while I was visiting mom in the hospital, she told me
that one of the people in our church said I could call him any time and we
could talk basically about anything. I used to hate phones (phones were
another lemon for me). I used to hate talking on them because I didn’t know
what to say. Considering this makes it extra special that the phone (something
I hated) became something I love. I was starved to socialize. An introvert that
was starved to talk to other people, now imagine that. I began texting some of
my mom friends, then progressed toward talking to the fact that I spent hours
talking with different people from my church who kindly offered to keep me
company over the phone. They knew it could be hard not only for the
patient, but also for the people they are close to as well. We talked about
EVERYTHING! It was some of the most fun and meaningful times I ever
had. One of the most peculiar things was that the guy who really stayed on
the phone with me the longest, I didn’t really know him. I only knew of him
and thought he was a really great singer and play writer for our church; but I
never really knew him. I almost took him and a lot of others for granted.
Now these people are some of my best friends; and I’ve never been more
appreciative in my life of the small things my family does for me. Thankfully I
was handed something I wasn’t familiar with and put in situations that had a
bitter sting to them. The people in my church cared for us and helped to
water down that sour taste of all life's lemons.
Lemonade without sugar is just plain lemon water. Although it has
medicinal properties, it’s just something about adding a little bit of sugar to
help the medicine go down as Mary Poppins would say. There were some
good and some bad things that happened during this time. Then there was
the sugar! The things that didn’t have to happen but did. They blew my mind,
lifted my spirits, and made what would have been a sour experience oh so
sweet.
First was my perspective on taking care of myself. To me it wasn’t
that I had to do all this by myself, I saw the glass as half full. I was
independent now. I didn’t look at it as something bad, on the contrary I
looked at it like I had little missions that I had to accomplish: checking on
mom, buying groceries, doing laundry. I started having fun being so focused.
I felt accomplished, not defeated.
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The second one showed up when I checked on my mom. I came into
the room shortly after she was conscious enough to answer questions. The
question was asked to my mom “how much pain are you in on a scale of one
to ten?” Now normally anyone that has been cut from sternum (chest) to
pelvis, had their ribs pulled and stretched back by a machine in order to
remove the peritoneal lining that lines most of your organs, diaphragm
stripped, the omentum and about an inch of her intestines removed over the
course of a 10-hour surgery would probably say any number above a 5; but
she responded with 2! The nurse and I were confused. We asked her again.
She said the same thing. With no narcotics and no other pain medicine, she
wasn’t in any kind of pain. She said she only felt a little nauseous from the
anesthesia. Additionally, she ended up not having to have a colostomy
(permanent nor temporary) as originally prescribed.
The last sugar cube that popped up was when the hotel granted me
an entire ball room to myself (free of charge) because it would be difficult to
practice in the hotel room. I got to go in a secret elevator (only employees
were allowed in) and into what felt like my own secret chamber (the
ballroom) to accomplish another mission. This ballroom came in handy
because that’s where I was able to play my horns for my mom after she
FaceTimed me about the bacterial infection that could have isolated me from
my mom, keeping her in the hospital much longer. The thought came to my
mind to play for her. I picked up my horn and began playing an old gospel
song that we sang as a choir, “All in His Hands”, along with some other
songs. She cried and told me she felt like a healing touch had come upon her
when I played. Minutes later she called me back with joyful news that she
didn’t have the bacterial infection. I personally believe I had something to do
with helping to heal her body. Regardless of if my playing was a contributor
or not, the greater healing was the healing in her spirit. While I wasn’t
practicing at home and mom wasn’t feeling the best she had felt, I was able to
take what I had and make something good out of it. Turns out that that good
helped heal my mom. Thinking back, making lemonade wasn’t really that
hard. One can’t always focus on what they don’t have, you’ve got to use and
acknowledge what you do have. Use what you’ve got no matter how small or
insignificant it may seem. Who knew playing my horns would play a part in
healing? Even though I didn’t think of myself as someone that could heal
people, it increased my confidence knowing that I made a difference in
someone’s life.
In conclusion, to make lemonade you need lemons. Unfortunately,
lemons are really sour and bitter like when my mother was diagnosed with
cancer and when the complications of her surgery and chemotherapy arose.
Sequentially you start with something sour like lemons, but with a few extra
ingredients it comes out sweet like lemonade. You can’t just look at the bitter.
Lemonade isn’t just lemons. You have to acknowledge the things that water
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down and disperse that bitterness; like how my church came together for me
which helped change me into a more social and open person. It watered
down the sour taste like the water in lemonade. Sugar isn’t required but it
does make it better. What made everything well worth it and put the cherry
on the top of the cake was the little blessings along the way. Like the way my
mom’s pain only went to a 2 out of a scale of 1-10 with no narcotics after a
10-hour surgery. Or the way that I helped heal my mother by playing my
horns and was able to see her again. Although life gave me something bad, I
was able to turn it into something good because I was able to focus on what I
had. In doing so I gained experience, connections, and growth that were far
greater than the initial pain of potentially losing my mother.
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